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FUP functions as an interagency collaboration between local public housing agencies (PHAs) and public child welfare agencies (PCWAs). Participating communities decide whether to apply for FUP vouchers, and, if awarded vouchers, whether to serve families, youth, or both in their FUP programs. In communities using FUP for youth, PCWAs refer eligible youth to PHAs and offer supportive services to those who receive a FUP voucher. When PHAs receive youth referrals, they verify HCV eligibility and subsidize the rent of eligible youth who are able to find and secure housing.
This report describes the extent to which-and how-communities are using FUP to support youth. The research draws on findings from a survey of PHAs administering FUP, a survey of PCWAs partnered with PHAs that serve youth, and site visits to four areas that use FUP to serve youth. The surveys were designed to identify the universe of communities providing FUP vouchers to youth and to gather basic information about how they administer the program. The site visits sought to provide a finer grained understanding of how communities are using FUP to serve this population and sought to identify promising practices and lessons learned.
The surveys and site visits were conducted as part of a larger study undertaken by Mathematica Policy Research and Chapin Hall on housing options for youth who are aging out of foster care. The larger study included a review of the relevant literature on housing for youth aging out of foster care, developed an inventory of state and local housing programs for this population, and identified several potentially innovative features of non-FUP programs that merit additional attention . Other study activities included a forum focused on current research in this area and its policy implications.
USE OF FUP FOR YOUTH
The results of the survey indicated that 47 percent (91 of 195) of PHAs operating FUP had awarded vouchers to former foster youth in the 18 months prior to the survey. Many PHAs also offered FUP-eligible youth assistance with their housing searches and premove and postmove counseling to help them secure and maintain housing. PHAs reported that the majority of youth receiving a FUP voucher were able to obtain a lease in the allotted time; many kept their leases for the full 18-month term. For their part, most PCWAs reported offering a wide range of supportive services to youth receiving a FUP voucher, including those required by FUP regulations, although the quality of the services, the number of youth receiving them, and their effectiveness remains unknown.
Youth represented only about 14 percent of total FUP program participants. Of the 20,391 FUP vouchers in circulation, 2,912 were being used by youth in the fall of 2012. The overall number of youth with FUP vouchers was relatively small for two reasons: (1) slightly more than one-half of FUP-operating PHAs were not serving youth, and (2) PHAs that were serving youth allocated less than one-third of their FUP vouchers, on average, to youth.
Another contributing factor to the small number of youth with FUP vouchers is that vouchers initially awarded to youth may wind up in the hands of families after the youths' 18-month voucher terms expire. Families, unlike youth, can keep their vouchers for as long as they remain HCV eligible, are compliant with program rules, and continue to need housing assistance. One way communities can address this issue is to set aside some proportion of FUP vouchers specifically for youth. Under a set-aside, youth vouchers are reallocated to other youth, rather than families, when the 18-month period expires. Only onethird of FUP communities had established such set-asides at the time of the surveys.
Among the 53 percent of FUP-operating PHAs that reported not serving youth, the most common reason given for not doing so was a lack of referrals. More than 70 percent of these PHAs indicated that their partner PCWAs do not refer youth. The lack of youth referrals, however, likely did not arise from a lack of demand. Only 9 percent of the PHAs not serving youth reported that the reason was too few youth who age out of foster care; only 10 percent reported that the housing needs of youth aging out of care are being met in other ways.
About one-half of the PCWAs working with youth-serving PHAs reported that they do not refer all FUP-eligible youth they identify. The lower level of referrals in communities serving youth with FUP vouchers and the lack of referrals in communities that do not provide FUP to youth may reflect unintended barriers or disincentives.
POTENTIAL BARRIERS TO REFERRING YOUTH FOR FUP
One disincentive to referring youth may be the financial burden on PCWAs of providing supportive services. Although FUP requires that PCWAs provide such services, the cost of doing so is not funded by FUP. Many communities struggle to identify sources of funding for the required supportive services for FUP youth because state and federal funding that could be used for this purpose is often tight. Privately funded services are available in some resourcerich areas (through foundations, for example) but not across the board. Of the child welfare agencies surveyed, 40 percent indicated that the cost of providing supportive services was somewhat of a challenge or a major challenge.
A second factor that may function as a disincentive is that providing FUP vouchers to youth, although important, does not directly address the key goals of PCWAs, such as permanency, reducing caseloads, or reunifying families. Although many agencies offer some aftercare services, youth are no longer in the child welfare system after they age out.
A third barrier to greater youth participation in FUP may be the time limit on the rental subsidy for that age group. Most staff at PHAs and PCWAs suggested that the 18-month time limit is too short. First, they noted that landlords generally prefer annual leases and are reluctant to extend a 12-month lease unless it is for another year. Second, frequent turnover of vouchers requires more agency staff resources and creates greater administrative burden. Third, staff reported that the 18-month period often does not align well with youths' educational needs and may not be appropriate for youth who need more time to become self-sufficient and ready for independent living. Communities reported they would prefer to see voucher terms for youth that are 2 to 5 years in length or that incorporate some flexibility to be tailored to the needs of individual youth.
CROSS-AGENCY COORDINATION
The findings suggested that serving youth with FUP requires considerable cross-agency communication and collaboration. Effective implementation of FUP requires joint, upfront decisionmaking between agencies about how to balance the needs of families and youth and, because demand usually exceeds supply, which youth to target. The findings indicate that some communities preferred to target the youth most in need (such as those who are pregnant or parenting); others preferred to target youth who are in school or working and lack only housing to help them succeed as they strive for self-sufficiency and independence. Ongoing cross-agency collaboration is also needed to ensure that supportive services are coordinated. Among PHAs that were not serving youth, nearly one-third (31 percent) said they would be more likely to do so if they had assistance establishing or strengthening their collaboration with their partner PCWA.
IMPLICATIONS
The findings suggest that FUP can be a useful resource, but for various reasons it is not widely used for youth. More research is needed to fully understand why more than one-half of the communities that issued FUP vouchers do not allocate any to youth despite the apparently high need and to understand more about the takeup, intensity, and quality of supportive services offered to youth receiving FUP vouchers.
These findings suggest that to increase the potential of FUP for serving eligible youth, more communities should develop awareness of the risk of homelessness in this population, learn how FUP can be used as a resource to help prevent and address youth homelessness, and understand the importance of cross-agency collaboration and set-asides to ensure that at least some portion of eligible youth get served. Because FUP is a small, resource-constrained program, however, FUP is unlikely to be a major resource for youth aging out of care. Additional policy innovations to meet the housing needs of former foster youth should be explored.
I. BACKGROUND AND PROGRAM DESCRIPTION
Among the groups at greatest risk of becoming homeless are the 25,000 to 30,000 youth who "age out" of foster care each year (HHS, n.d.).
1
Aging out occurs when youth turn age 18 or, in states that have extended eligibility for foster care, 21. These youth are more likely to be on their own when they age out of care than non-foster care peers, who often continue to live with or receive financial assistance from parents.
One of the greatest challenges youth face as they leave foster care is finding and maintaining housing (Brown and Wilderson, 2010; Osgood, Foster, and Courtney, 2010) . A review of the research published between 1990 and 2011 suggests that 11 to 36 percent of these youth become homeless during their transition to adulthood. In one recent study, 36 percent of 26-year-olds who aged out of foster care reported at least one episode of homelessness after aging out (Dworsky and Courtney, 2010; Fowler, Toro, and Miles, 2009; White et al., 2011) . By comparison, about 4 percent of the nationally representative sample of 18-to 26-year-olds who took part in the third wave of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health reported ever being homeless (Harris, 2009 ).
PROGRAM SERVES CHILD-WELFARE-INVOLVED FAMILIES AND YOUTH AGING OUT OF CARE
The Family Unification Program (FUP) is a relatively small, special-purpose program that provides Housing Choice Vouchers (HCVs) to eligible families and youth. FUP vouchers are awarded to communities through a competitive process (although funding for FUP vouchers has not been appropriated and awarded since fiscal year 2010). Because only some public housing agencies (PHAs) administer the program, the number of PHAs with FUP vouchers is much fewer than the number of PHAs that administer an HCV program. Approximately 20,391 FUP vouchers (leased or available to be leased) were in circulation as of September 2013, spread across 243 PHAs. FUP was first authorized by Congress in 1990 to preserve or reunite families. Families are eligible for FUP if the lack of adequate housing is a primary reason for the imminent foster care placement of their children or for the delay of children in foster care being returned home.
2
In 2000, Congress extended FUP eligibility to youth ages 18 to 21 who exit foster care at age 16 or older, and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) eligibility criteria further specified that eligible youth must lack adequate housing.
Public child welfare agencies (PCWAs) determine whether families and youth meet these criteria and refer eligible candidates to PHAs. PHAs then determine their HCV eligibility and issue vouchers. Like other HCV participants, FUP families and youth typically contribute 30 percent of their monthly adjusted gross income toward rent and utilities, and FUP vouchers ensure that the PHA will cover the difference between the contribution of the voucher holder and the total monthly rent. Those with no income (as is common for youth leaving foster care) are typically not required to pay anything.
3
FUP operates differently for youth than for families. As with general HCV voucher holders, FUP families can keep their voucher for as long as they are compliant with program rules and continue to be in need of housing assistance. In fact, federal regulations prohibit PHAs from revoking a FUP voucher even if parental rights are terminated or if all the children in the family have reached adulthood. PCWAs may, but are not required to, offer FUP families case management and other supportive services. By contrast, FUP vouchers for youth are time-limited: they provide a maximum of 18 months of rental assistance. In addition, the PCWAs are required to offer supportive services to youth throughout the period of FUP participation, to help them develop the skills necessary to live independently. Required services include instruction in basic life skills, such as money management, nutrition, and housekeeping; counseling to prepare youth for employment; educational and career-advancement counseling; and individual case plans. These services differ from assistance provided to FUPeligible youth to help them locate, obtain, and retain a housing unit ( To facilitate interagency collaboration, HUD requires both partner agencies to (1) designate a "FUP liaison" responsible for referrals, (2) meet at least quarterly, and (3) cross-train one another on HCV eligibility and referral procedures. In the most recent NOFA, partner agencies that collaborated on a plan to provide premove or postmove assistance to youth were ranked more favorably than agencies that did not plan for this assistance. Such assistance includes providing information on arranging utility hookups, budgeting and credit, landlord mediation, and the benefits of living in low-poverty areas. HUD further requires that partners ensure that when vouchers are turned in because a household exits the program, those vouchers be reissued to other FUP-eligible families or youth.
PHAs and PCWAs must decide how they will divide their vouchers between families and youth. For example, partner agencies may decide to designate a fixed percentage of their FUP vouchers (which some PHAs referred to as a "setaside") for youth based on perceived needs or the availability of other housing options for youth and families in the community. Alternatively, they may decide to refer all FUP-eligible youth and allow them to compete with eligible families on a firstcome, first-served basis. These decisions ideally are made intentionally and collaboratively.
II. SURVEY FINDINGS ON FUP USE AND PROCESSES
Although FUP is a potential source of housing and supportive services for youth aging out of foster care, little is known about how it is being used to address the needs of this population. To learn more about how communities are using FUP to serve youth, all PHAs identified by HUD as operating FUP were surveyed. If the PHA indicated that it currently served youth through FUP, the PHA's partner PCWA was also surveyed. The surveys requested that PHAs or PCWAs contracting out any administrative or service provision responsibilities seek input from their partner organizations when completing the surveys. The surveys, which were fielded in the fall of 2012, addressed the allocation of FUP vouchers, the nature of the PHA-PCWA collaboration, the provision of supportive services (if relevant), and factors that may help or hinder program implementation. This section highlights key findings from the surveys.
COMMUNITIES USE FUP PRIMARILY TO SERVE FAMILIES
Less than one-half of the PHAs operating FUP are providing vouchers to youth. Of the responding PHAs with FUP vouchers, 47 percent had served at least one youth within the past 18 months (figure II.1). One-half reported never serving youth, and another 3 percent had most recently served youth more than 18 months before the survey.
PHAs that do serve youth still allocate most of their FUP vouchers to families. Agencies have a finite number of vouchers. On average, PHAs serving youth had 112 FUP vouchers at the time of the survey, 29 percent of which were being used by youth who had "leased up," or were leasing a unit with FUP assistance. Most of the remaining vouchers were being used by families (a few were unused). Applying these averages across all PHAs operating FUP, youth make up about 14 percent of program participants. Of the 20,391 FUP vouchers in circulation, 2,912-an average of 32 vouchers each across 91 PHAs-were leased up by youth. In part, this figure reflects the fact that only one-third of PHAs serving youth set aside vouchers for youth, and, on average, those set-asides make up less than one-third of their vouchers (31 percent). PHAs that never served youth (n=98)
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REASONS FOR LACK OF YOUTH REFERRALS
Some PCWAs do not refer any FUP-eligible youth; others refer only a few. Of the PHAs that do not serve youth, more than 70 percent cite the lack of PCWA referrals as a reason (figure II.2). PHAs that do serve youth receive an average of about 20 youth referrals per year from their partner PCWAs. Survey data suggest that other youth may be eligible but are not referred. Among PCWAs working with youth-serving PHAs, about one-half reported that they do not refer all eligible youth they identify. 7 Because the surveys covered only those PCWAs whose partner PHAs serve youth, no information on this question is available from the subset of PCWAs whose partner PHAs did not report serving youth.
Lack of referrals does not appear to reflect lack of demand for services. Of the PHAs that do not serve youth through FUP, only 9 percent say it is because too few youth age out of foster care, and only 10 percent say it is because the housing needs of youth aging out of care are being met in other ways ( figure II.2 • PCWAs may perceive better alternatives to FUP. PCWAs might be concerned that youth with FUP vouchers do not receive adequate supervision. They may, therefore, be inclined to refer youth to other types of housing programs, such as single-site or clustered apartments. Only 16 percent of the PCWAs reported that single-site or clustered apartments would be available in their community within the next 6 months, however. Other near-term options identified by PCWAs include scattered-site or semi-supervised apartments (37 percent), adult-roommate apartments (10 percent) and host homes (16 percent). These options provide some degree of supervision, although typically less than single-site or clustered apartments provide.
• Families may be a higher priority than youth. PCWAs may prioritize serving families over youth for several reasons. They may perceive families as having greater needs than youth because not serving families could result in more children being placed in foster care or lead to children not being able to leave foster care as soon as they otherwise would. In this respect, prioritizing families may also be a cost-saving measure for PCWAs. Furthermore, providing FUP vouchers to families is responsive to the pressure to preserve and reunify families, a key objective of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). These hypotheses are consistent with the fact that 18 percent of PHAs that do not serve youth reported that they prefer to devote FUP vouchers to families (figure II.2). The relatively low rate of set-asides for youth among youth-serving PHAs provides further evidence of prioritizing families.
• The 18-month time limit on assistance for youth may create a burden for agencies. PCWAs may prefer to refer families instead of youth because the time-limited nature of vouchers for youth could create an administrative burden. Frequent turnover of vouchers requires more staff resources to identify and serve additional participants. Extra resources may also be needed to assist youth whose landlords are reluctant to extend a 12-month lease for the 6 additional months the voucher is available (leases are typically 1 year in duration). Again, the survey data provide some support for this hypothesis. Of PHAs that do not serve youth, 13 percent cite the 18-month time limit as a reason; 30 percent say they would be more likely to serve youth if the time limit were eliminated. In addition, 46 percent of PCWAs and 41 percent of PHAs reported that the 18-month time limit was a major challenge to administering FUP. Another approximately one-third of PCWAs and PHAs reported that it was somewhat of a challenge.
• 
III. SITE-VISIT FINDINGS ON STRATEGIES FOR SERVING YOUTH THROUGH FUP
To obtain a deeper and more nuanced perspective of how communities use FUP to serve youth aging out of foster care, site visits were made to four communities (table III.1). Each selected community was providing FUP vouchers and associated services to former foster youth at the time of the visit. 13 In each community, conversations with administrators and staff at the PHAs and PCWAs, along with other community agencies involved in FUP, focused on issues that could not be fully explored through the surveys.
14 Although these communities are not necessarily representative of all that serve youth with FUP, the information gathered identified several themes and lessons that may be useful for other communities interested in serving youth through FUP.
AGENCIES MUST BALANCE REFERRALS FOR YOUTH AND FAMILIES
The site visits suggested two interrelated factors that may explain why the proportion of youth served with FUP is smaller than the proportion allocated to families: (1) local decisions regarding set-asides and the referral process, and (2) the time-limited nature of FUP vouchers for youth. Decisions regarding set-asides and choices underlying the referral process and allocations differed across communities.
Two communities set aside a proportion of their FUP vouchers specifically for youth. One community set aside 30 percent of its FUP vouchers for youth; the other dedicated 15 percent of its FUP vouchers to youth. Set-asides mean that as the 18-month terms for youth expire and vouchers are returned to the PHA, they are reallocated to other youth rather than families, effectively maintaining the agreed-on balance between youth and families. These upfront and explicit agreements between the PHAs and PCWAs to reserve a specific proportion of FUP vouchers for youth eliminated the need to make In the fourth community, the PCWA made case-by-case decisions about whether to refer a FUP-eligible youth or family, and the proportion of vouchers that went to youth dwindled over time. An initial allotment of vouchers was allocated fairly evenly between youth and families, but as the youths' 18-month voucher terms expired, eligible youth competed against families for referrals. Decisionmakers at the PCWA chose to refer more families than youth, and few youth were receiving FUP vouchers by the time of the visit. As this community's experience illustrates, set-asides are needed to ensure that vouchers remain available for youth over time.
Community
PHAs and PCWAs Included in Site Visits
The tradeoffs the fourth community faced may shed light on why communities tend to serve relatively few youth. First, staff noted that more families than youth are typically identified at a given time. One staff member mentioned that for a single FUP voucher, the PCWA might receive 30 to 35 referrals, of which fewer than 10 are youth. Second, serving a single family can help multiple children, whereas awarding a voucher to a youth generally helps only one individual (unless that youth is a custodial parent or has another household member, such as a spouse). Third, providing a FUP voucher to a family allows for the PCWA to avoid the high costs of out-ofhome placement; providing a FUP voucher to a youth does not have that effect. Finally, whereas providing a FUP voucher to a family can help reduce the number of children in out-of-home care, the caseload of out-of-home care does not decline when youth are the recipients (at least in states that have not extended federal foster care to age 21).
COMMUNITIES MAY TARGET YOUTH WITH SPECIFIC CHARACTERISTICS FOR FUP
With the need for FUP vouchers available for youth outstripping supply, some communities targeted vouchers to a subset of eligible youth, which raises the question, "Which former foster youth should be given preference for the timelimited FUP voucher?" Responses to this question varied within and across the four communities, but generally reflected four rationales.
• Youth who appear to be focused on education and employment. According to some staff, youth who are motivated and ready to improve their prospects for independence are the ones most likely to attain self-sufficiency in 18 months. Although such youth may be at somewhat lower risk of homelessness, lack of supportive and subsidized housing can be a barrier to completing a degree or training program (for example, such individuals might have to drop out of school to pay for housing), jeopardizing their longterm outcomes. In three communities, at least some PCWA staff target youth who are "on track"; all the staff at one of the communities do so.
• Pregnant youth and those with their own children. Targeting pregnant and parenting youth makes the most sense to some because the voucher would be used by more than one person (at least for 18 months), and such youth may have the greatest need for housing and support. (Note, however, that some of these youth may be eligible for FUP for families if they meet the definition of a FUP-eligible family, which provides potentially longer term support.) Staff from only one of the PCWAs visited expressed a preference for targeting pregnant and parenting youth.
PROMISING PRACTICES FOR HOUSING YOUTH THROUGH FUP
Setting aside a proportion of vouchers ensures their availability for other youth when the 18-month terms expire.
15 At the time of the visit, youth had not yet reached the 18-month time limit, so the community had not yet experienced a decline in the number of vouchers available for youth. Staff were beginning to consider options for serving new youth when that decline does occur, however.
• Youth who appear likely to engage in supportive services. Staff at some programs thought that youth are more likely to be helped by FUP when they take advantage of the supportive services that programs are required to offer. Several of the communities visited indicated that it was important to take into account the likelihood of participation in services when considering which youth should receive a FUP voucher.
• All eligible youth. One of the communities visited believed that all youth should have equal access to FUP on a first-come, firstserved basis, because no research indicates which type of youth is likely to benefit most from the assistance. Without objective information about the characteristics of youth who are mostly likely to avoid homelessness through FUP, staff did not feel confident ranking youth or selecting some for priority over others.
JOINT DECISIONMAKING ON TARGETING AND ALLOCATION IS VITAL
Collaborative decisionmaking regarding how to distribute vouchers between youth and families and whether to target certain youth minimizes cross-agency tension. The communities in which leaders made an upfront decision about how to distribute the vouchers between youth and families-via set-asides or first come, first served-seemed to experience much less tension related to this tradeoff. In the community that did not do so, tension arose, as the number of available vouchers diminished, among the involved PCWA, PHA, and youth-serving organizations regarding the resulting distribution between youth and families. This finding suggests that establishing a policy reflecting all stakeholders' goals is an important step when first applying for FUP vouchers and also when implementing FUP. Including agreed-on decisions in the memorandum of understanding can help establish clear expectations.
The experiences of the four communities visited suggest that mutual agency agreement on the type of youth targeted for FUP is another important decision point for partners. Tension arose in two communities regarding whether the PCWAs should be able to refer only a subset of eligible youth. In one of the communities, the PCWA caseworkers expressed a desire to have more control over the referral process so only the youth they felt would be most appropriate for FUP would be referred. The agency that filled the PHA role in this community permits youth to self-refer, in part to ensure that all the available vouchers will be leased up. Youth in that community can arrive at the PCWA and request an application; the PHA then asks the PCWA to determine the youth's eligibility for FUP. In the second community, the PCWA preselected certain youth over others before making referrals, without input from the PHA.
OPEN COMMUNICATION AND AGENCY FLEXIBILITY ENHANCE PROCESS
Effective operation of FUP for youth involves cross-agency trust, openness, and flexibility. PHAs and PCWAs-which typically do not have a history of collaborating-must build a foundation to work together. As one caseworker noted, the seemingly simple task of submitting a referral to another agency can feel like putting the welfare of one's client in someone else's hands. Staff must have faith that others are as committed to the client as they are. Creating and maintaining a trusting relationship is also necessary for ensuring workers feel comfortable voicing concerns to staff in other agencies. For example, a PHA staff member may have to inform the PCWA when he or she learns a youth is not being offered the agreed-on services. Flexibility in institutional processes and patience is also important. One PHA, for instance, adapted its procedures to notify staff in the PCWA when a youth failed to turn in all required paperwork in time or did not show up for an appointment. PHA staff may also need to have more patience with youth than with other HCV holders and more willingness to advocate with landlords on a youth's behalf (for example, if rent is not paid on time).
PCWA leaders in one community emphasized that occasional or even standing meetings are not sufficient for generating an open and trusting dialogue. Operating a collaborative program requires breaking down silos and building relationships. They recommended that when parties first come together, they focus on finding common ground and determining what each agency can gain through the collaboration, rather than on what each stands to lose (in other words, turning the "zero-sum game" into a "win-win").
PROMISING PRACTICES FOR FUP STARTUP
Decisions on how to balance the needs of youth and familiesand which youth to target-should reflect the goals of all agency partners and be included in the MOU. Doing so can minimize tension relating to these difficult decisions.
PROMISING PRACTICES FOR ONGOING COLLABORATION
Build a foundation of trust, openness, and flexibility.
Clear communication channels facilitate information sharing, which is especially vital among many partners. Partners must keep each other informed throughout the process-from referral, to voucher issuance, to lease up, to exit. For instance, the PCWA should be notified of the status and ultimate outcome of their referrals so the agency can ensure supportive services are begun. If a youth is found to be HCV-eligible, the PCWA should be informed when the voucher briefing will be held and whether the youth showed up for the briefing. The PHA should be informed of any assistance the PCWA provides youth in searching for housing. After a youth is leased up, the PHA should keep the PCWA apprised of any problems that put the youth at risk of being evicted. Finally, as the 18-month limit approaches, it might be useful for the PHA to know whether the PCWA or its contracted service providers are working with the youth on a transition plan. 
STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS AND POLICIES MAY ENCOURAGE PARTICIPATION IN SUPPORTIVE SERVICES
A concern voiced by some of the communities visited was what might be described as an unfunded mandate for supportive services. PCWAs are required to provide supportive services to youth who are leased up with a FUP voucher. They receive no additional funds to provide those services, however. Although PCWAs can pay for these services with their Chafee funds, that funding is already stretched thin. Moreover, in some states, such as Colorado, youth who leave care before their 18th birthday may be eligible for FUP but not for Chafeefunded services. Communities use differing strategies to identify additional resources for providing supportive services.
Strategic partnerships can bring in additional resources for referrals and services. The type, amount, and intensity of supportive service available to youth are typically driven by the agency providing support or funding. In three of the communities, a mix of communitybased organizations (CBOs), foundations, and other public agencies provided supportive services to youth or provided funding for those services. Rallying local and state advocates and policymakers in support of youth aging out of foster care helped create these relationships in some communities visited.
• CBO partners were responsible for providing case management to the youth they refer for FUP in two communities. CBOs paid for this service through their own resources. The CBOs typically provided the same or similar services to non-FUP youth who are similarly at risk for homelessness or other undesirable outcomes.
• Foundations (one private, one publicprivate) sponsored life coaches to fill gaps in services provided by case managers in two communities. These services included helping youth find an apartment, developing a transition plan, or providing ongoing support for 16 In the visited community with the most partners, the state-level PHA contracts with a nonprofit agency to administer FUP for youth. Because the child welfare system is supervised by the state and administered by the county, many county-level PCWAs provide referrals and services. In addition, referrals and services also come from community-based organizations.
independent living. One of these communities had 3 life coaches for 117 youth; in the other, life coaches carried low caseloads, served as mentors to youth, and may have had more frequent contact with youth than their PCWA case manager.
• Partnering with service providers may help engage youth in services. In some communities, PCWA staff responsible for providing supportive services found it difficult to engage youth, many of whom appear to be eager to cut ties with the child welfare system. In addition, PCWA staff often have large caseloads that allow for only infrequent meetings. The same youth, however, welcome or even seek out support from CBOs or other providers. Thus, partnering with such organizations was helpful for some communities. One PCWA did, however, use Chafee funds to hire outreach workers whose caseloads are low enough that they could meet with youth weekly and provide individualized life skills.
Takeup appears to be greater when engagement in services is strongly encouraged. FUP requires that the PCWA offer youth supportive services. Youths' eligibility for FUP cannot be made contingent on participation in those services, however. That said, the communities visited seemed to believe that youth who participate in services are more likely to be successful, and those communities take a variety of steps to strongly encourage participation. For example, youth in one community are asked to meet weekly with an outreach worker; in another, they are asked to sign a statement agreeing to work with a life coach.
Pairing youth with a life coach or mentor may provide much-needed support. Three of the four communities visited matched youth with a life coach or mentor, and staff in the one that did not noted this kind of support would be helpful. In one community with multiple housing programs for youth, the contractor providing supportive services expected all participants to meet regularly with a life coach; they believe youth with a life coach are more likely to maintain housing. Having someone to call for help with basic life skills (such as raising issues with landlords or writing a check) or more serious issues (such as an unexpected pregnancy) is extremely helpful for some youth, especially those with little or no other support network.
AGENCIES SUGGEST RECONSIDERING THE TIME LIMIT ON FUP VOUCHERS FOR YOUTH
Most staff in all four communities thought FUP for youth should have a time limit but suggested the voucher term be longer. The mission of most PCWAs and CBOs that work with youth is to help them achieve independence. They view the time limit as a strength, without which youth may grow dependent on the system. Some staff members who work with youth in other housing programs that do not have limits experienced this dependence first hand. The time limit also prevents complacency among staff, forcing service providers to actively help youth transition out of FUP nearly from the time they lease up. A few staff, however, especially those in PHAs, said the time limit should be eliminated, believing it unfair to treat families and youth differently.
• Most staff felt a longer time limit would better serve youth; they generally thought assistance should last 2 to 5 years. Some staff advocated for a flexible time limit so youth could exit FUP as they become more independent and self-sufficient. As one staff member noted, youth are at different stages with respect to maturity and independence,
PROMISING
PRACTICES FOR SERVICE PROVISION
Coordinating and, in some cases, formally partnering with other organizations can enhance available resources.
Partnering with CBOs or other public agencies to provide services may increase participation of youth.
Agencies can set policies to encourage youth participation.
Having a dedicated life coach or mentor is an important support for youth.
and FUP should be able to accommodate those who need more time to learn how to live on their own. Others recognized that youth exiting foster care face tremendous hurdles and questioned whether it is realistic to expect foster youth transitioning to adulthood to achieve complete self-sufficiency within 18 months. Staff in one agency noted that 18 months is especially challenging for those who have been homeless, inasmuch as it can take a full year for chronically homeless youth to stop seeing themselves as homeless.
• At a minimum, staff favored a 24-month rather than 18-month time limit because lease terms are typically 12 months. The 18-month time limit creates complications when it comes to signing a new lease after the first year. If youth with a FUP voucher sign a second 1-year lease, they become solely responsible for the final 6 months of rent. This provision can be a deterrent for some landlords or property managers and can limit the housing options available during youths' last 6 months of housing assistance. Youth and their advocates sometimes negotiate with landlords or property managers to permit an 18-month lease (or a 6-month lease after the 12-month lease term), but many landlords will not do so.
• Longer time limits would better align with educational opportunities. Some staff pointed out that it takes longer than 18 months to earn an associate's degree and suggested that the housing assistance payments continue long enough for individuals to complete school. Enabling them to finish their education in the short term could increase the chances for long-term self-sufficiency. Without that assistance, they could drop out to work full time to pay their rent. One community is using Moving to Work funds to extend housing subsidies to FUP youth for 3 additional years. Youth are eligible if they received the full 18 months of HAP, are in school, and are working at least part time. 18 The subsidy is $600 to $800 a month for the first year then declines 15 percent each year thereafter.
• It can take a full year for some youth to fully comprehend that the housing voucher does not last forever, leaving only 6 months to concentrate on taking steps to achieve self-sufficiency.
18 Moving to Work (MTW) is a HUD demonstration program that grants participating PHAs exemptions from many existing public housing and voucher rules to give them more flexibility about how they use their federal funds to reduce costs, help residents find employment, and increase housing choices. MTW PHAs are expected to design and test innovative strategies and inform HUD about ways to better address local community needs (HUD, n.d.b.).
IV. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Youth aging out of foster care face many barriers to obtaining stable housing, and a real need exists for housing assistance programs to prevent their homelessness. Research on homelessness prevention programs for youth aging out of foster care is very limited. This report focuses on one federal resource, FUP, which can be used to address this concern. Four key findings shed light on how this program is viewed and how it is currently being used to address the housing needs of youth.
First, although not all communities implementing FUP serve youth, the communities visited consider the program to be a valuable resource in an environment in which housing for youth who age out of care is scarce. In one community, staff referred to FUP as the gold standard, because it offers youth maximum flexibility in where they live and enables them to gain experience living independently.
Second, communities are challenged to carve out space to serve youth in a small program with high demand, which was originally intended to reunify and preserve families whose children are at risk of placement because they lack housing. Communities must find ways to balance the housing needs of young people and families at imminent risk of homelessness. Some communities are more successful at achieving this balance than others. Set-asides for youth are important to ensure the continuing availability of housing vouchers for eligible youth.
Third, interagency collaboration among PHAs, PCWAs, and their partners is essential for providing housing vouchers and supportive services to youth, but such cooperation may be challenging because the agencies are not accustomed to sharing decisionmaking. Communities may need more guidance for working together effectively.
Fourth, both the survey findings and site visits suggest that the 18-month time limit on FUP for youth often presents problems. A 24-or 36-month time limit would alleviate mismatches between the program's time limit and annual lease terms and would also give youth time to complete their education. Most survey respondents thought the time limit should not be eliminated, but agency staff suggested that a flexible term might work better, so youth can exit FUP as they become more self-sufficient.
AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The FUP surveys and site visits represent first steps in understanding how FUP is used for eligible youth, and they point to several areas that warrant further research.
• The findings suggest that FUP can be a useful resource, but for various reasons it is not widely used for youth. More research is needed to fully understand why more than one-half of the communities that are issued FUP vouchers do not use any for youth despite the apparently high need.
• The visits to communities using FUP revealed that some communities target certain types of youth. Research identifying whether FUP is more effective in preventing homelessness among certain types of youth could help communities make these difficult decisions.
• At present, no research addresses the quality, intensity, or even takeup of supportive services in FUP. It remains to be seen whether merely offering supportive services to youth (without requiring them) improves youth self-sufficiency and whether certain types of services are more useful than others in contributing to positive outcomes.
• Finally, FUP has not been evaluated to determine whether it is effective in preventing or ending youth homelessness after assistance expires or whether its main benefit is to provide short-term housing.
Although additional research into the use of FUP for youth is warranted, FUP is a small, resource-constrained program, and it should not be considered the only solution or even perhaps a main solution to the problem of housing for youth aging out of foster care. Additional policy innovations should be considered and explored to prevent and address homelessness among these vulnerable youth. THE FAMILY UNIFICATION PROGRAM: A Housing Resource for Youth Aging Out of Foster Care Monograph partner in the analysis sample and are the basis of the PHA-PCWA analyses included in this report, 11 PCWAs could not be definitively matched to a PHA based on the PHA name each provided, and 1 PCWA was matched to a PHA that was excluded from the analysis because the PHA did not sufficiently complete the survey.
SITE VISITS TO FUP COMMUNITIES
The goal of the site visits was to obtain a more fine-grained understanding of how selected communities are using FUP to serve youth and to identify lessons that could be useful to other communities. Four communities were selected from among those that reported in the survey that they had served youth in the past 18 months. To narrow the pool of potential sites, communities were excluded in which less than 75 percent of referred youth ultimately leased up and in which PHAs had been serving youth for less than 3 years. The resultant 17 sites were ranked based on the number of youth referrals the PHA reported receiving from the PCWA in an average quarter and the top 4 were selected. The number of youth referred to the PHA by the PCWA each quarter ranged from 10 to 30 among the four communities visited. Three of the communities had less than 5 years of experience serving youth; the other had more than 10 years of experience. The PHAs were county based in two sites (Broward County, Florida, and Salt Lake County, Utah) and state based in the other two (Massachusetts and Colorado). The visit to Colorado focused on Denver because FUP vouchers were provided to youth primarily in the Denver metropolitan area. The visit to Massachusetts focused on the Lowell and Lawrence region, which serves relatively more youth than the state's other regions.
